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Let’s join the healthcare net-zero

movement and decarbonise primary care

Along with the UK government and other businesses and organisations, the NHS in the UK has 

been proactive in implementing sustainability in healthcare by setting targets and developing the 

‘Delivering a Net Zero NHS’ published in Oct 2020. 

The NHS has committed to decarbonising by 2040, however, to prevent the worst impacts of the 

climate crisis, we should be aiming to decarbonise as rapidly as achievable - by 2025 if possible 

- and not delay starting to take action.

The carbon footprint of the health service is notoriously large – the NHS produces 5.4% of the 

UK’s greenhouse gas emissions. The NHS is also responsible for 3.5% of all road travel in 

England, producing significant air pollution.

This means all aspects of the NHS are required to take action and this guide is designed to 

make it easy for you to start taking action on your non-clinical carbon impacts with the target of 

reducing your impacts by 2040.
The NHS contributes to 5.4% of the UK’s carbon emissions and 

primary care contributes about 23% of the NHS total
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What could a net-zero practice in 2030 look like?

Imagine your practice with low or no energy bills, fewer asthma 
patients, healthy staff members who cycle to work daily.

This may sound like a big ask for your organisation, but practices 
around the country are already taking steps by:

• Reducing their energy use

• Having travel initiatives for staff and patients alike

• Setting up ‘green teams’ to encourage and inspire behaviour change

• Working with suppliers to look for low carbon and environmentally 
responsible options

This guide will support you on your journey to make a net-zero practice 
by 2030 less of a dream and more of a reality.

125,000 lives
could be saved each year by 2040 by meeting the minimum climate emissions, 

according to a study by the Lancet*.

*Source: The public health implications of the Paris Agreement: a modelling study, The Lancet, February 2021, 

www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(20)30249-7/fulltext#seccestitle10

http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(20)30249-7/fulltext#seccestitle10
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Non-clinical emission hotspots from primary care

In primary care:

• 40% of the emission footprint is due to non-clinical carbon from the 

running of the practice including energy use, transport of staff and 

patients, business services and procurement.

• 60% is due to pharmaceuticals and chemicals and gases from inhalers. 

Decarbonising clinical care will be covered in a separate guide.

The hotspots in primary care for non-clinical carbon emissions depend on 

the practice list size, location, building type and services provided.

The major emission hotspots will include:

• Energy use – for both gas and electricity

• Travel – for both patients and staff*

• Business services – covering accountancy, IT, waste services etc.

• Procurement – covering medical and non-medical equipment and 

consumables

Other areas – such as water, food and drink and recycling are 

responsible for smaller proportions of emissions but can be included in 

your practice plans.

Getting started doesn’t necessarily mean tackling the biggest areas. 

It’s a combination of addressing the biggest areas and the easy-wins. 

The easy wins also motivate your team and build momentum.
*pre Covid19
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Five benefits of climate action for practices
Taking action has lots of additional co-benefits. If you need to develop a business case for your organisation, these are some aspects to focus on:

1. Positive physical and 

mental health impacts 
on staff and patients

2. Business continuity 

and resilience
allowing us to continue to provide 

care to our patients

3. Financial savings 
by improving efficiency, reducing 

waste and changing service 

delivery models

4. Minimised reputational risk
by demonstrating that we recognise the 

impact healthcare has on the planet

5. Safer and fairer communities
by recognising and addressing the 

health impacts of climate change, which 

exacerbate existing inequalities

“Healthier populations will prove more resilient to 

future health threats, thus reducing economic 

consequences. Finally, whole societies profit when 

disparities between the most privileged and those 

most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and 

disease are reduced.”

The Lancet, February 2021
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Developing a business case

Making an ethical case for sustainable business 
practices is easy. For the good of our species and our 
planet, we all need to come together to reduce our 
environmental impact, because the ramifications of 
failing to do so are dire.

Making a financial case for sustainable business 
practices is easy. There are many financial benefits 
for a practice in the long term from taking action to 
reduce our resource or energy use. Energy savings 
are recurring so worth a huge amount over the years 
to come. 

Building a business case isn’t a one-and-done 
endeavour, but rather a living and breathing process 
in which we should position ourselves to be nimble 
and proactive.

Through regular dialogue with staff and patient, a 
practice with a sustainability agenda is better 
positioned to anticipate and react to economic, social, 
environmental, and regulatory changes as they arise.

Managing risks therefore requires making investment 
decisions today for longer-term benefits of our 
patients, staff and the practice.

Sustainable practices as those that: 

• at minimum do no harm to people or the planet and

• creates better outcomes for patients by focusing on improving 
environmental, social and governance performance of the practice.

1. Write a simple narrative to demonstrate how providing more 

environmentally sustainable healthcare benefits the practice.

2. Estimate quantifiable savings and benefits. Identify a process to 

regularly capture these savings.

3. Intangible benefits – record but don’t quantify – yet! Include 

reputation, staff morale and motivation, productivity, future proofing.

4. Balance against costs of proposed changes. 
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How to bring 

your 

stakeholders 

on your net-

zero journey

Get to know what your 
team cares about and 

look at where 
sustainability comes into 
it. It could be small things 
like a recycling bin or tea 

bags to big things like 
procurement and 

medication.

Set up a green team or 
green community with 

representatives from 
across the practice.

Discuss the findings of 
your carbon footprint audit 

with the green team or 
your whole team.

Develop your existing 
green action plan or 

create a net-zero action 
plan with targets for each 

impact area. For 
inspiration use this guide 
and the resources within 

it.

Engage your supply 
chain – and patients – in 
setting targets, asking for 
their input, and creating a 

sense that ‘we are in it 
together’.

Meet regularly to 
feedback on progress and 
troubleshoot challenges.

Celebrate and 
acknowledge incremental 
improvements throughout 
the year. Human brains 
need short-term rewards 

to keep motivated for 
long-term goals.
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Engaging your team
Green communities rather than green champions

Change comes when people across the organisation are taking action and feel 

empowered and motivated. It means collaborating with engaged members from 

each department to identify ways to reduce your footprint and improve your 

processes. This does not mean everyone has to become environmentalists 

overnight. 

Start with engaged people from a range of departments and as momentum 

increases and change happens, others will adopt the new social norms. 

People are more likely to act if they feel part of the process and they know there is 

commitment at a senior level. In the 2020 Edelman Trust survey 73% of workers 

expected CEOs to take action. And likewise, senior leadership are more likely to 

act if they know it will improve staff retention and commitment to their organisation.

A study from Unily on the 'Future of the Sustainable Workplace’ report showed that:

✔ 65% of new staff are more likely to work for a company with a strong 

environmental record

✔ 64% would definitely or possibly turn down a job from a company with a bad 

environmental track record

✔ 63% want to learn more green skills to become more valuable in the workplace

✔ 57% of employees said they need more info. on their company’s environmental 

goals

✔ 46% said they need more training on environmental goals 

Engaging your patients
While the pandemic was the centre of conversations in 2020-2021, the climate 

emergency remains a vital issue that more and more people want to act on.

You don’t need to turn everyone ‘green’. You can communicate the family, 

community and individual benefits of low-carbon lifestyles to your 

patients and work with local stakeholders to transform the infrastructure to 

make those choices easier for people.

48%
of people are more concerned 

about the planet's health as a 

consequence of the pandemic* 

80%
are willing to make lifestyle changes 

to stop climate change as big as 

those they’ve made for coronavirus**

*Kearney study, April 2020

**Futerra Sustainable Lifestyle Survey, May 2020

https://www.unily.com/insights/guides/future-of-the-sustainable-workplace-in-the-age-of-covid-19-and-climate-change
https://www.nl.kearney.com/article/?/a/consumer-support-still-strong-as-earth-day-celebrates-its-50th-birthday
https://thesustainabilityalliance.us/do-as-much-for-climate-as-they-have-for-coronavirus/
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Tips to engage your team

We are the champions

Who are the people in your workplace who are passionate about seeing 

plastics eliminated? These are the champions. They can help engage work 

colleagues – the message is far more powerful when it comes from a team-

mate. 

Give them a support in their role - they could be responsible for making that 

initial list, regular updates to staff, and generally inspiring others to take the 

small steps needed.

Start small

All the small actions add up to make a big difference, so make a note of these 

initial steps you can help staff to get involved in.

Be transparent with your staff about the environmental impact of the 

products or service they’re offered/using, the majority will seek the most 

sustainable options available (making your decisions even easier!).

Communication is key

The more people involved, the greater the impact. Make sure that staff know 

what’s happening, why it’s happening and what you’re going to do to make it 

easy for them to join in.

Take pictures of staff travelling to work, or switching off equipment or 

recycling before and after, have posters around staff and communal areas 

with reminders of hints and tips on what they can do.

You do not have to win over all the hearts and minds within your 

organisation to care about the environment. 

You can still engage people with environmental issues without talking about 

the environment!

Talk about the health benefits of an initiative or the financial savings.   

Emphasise the benefits of a decarbonised practice

Decarbonising can also have financial benefits although there may be some 

initial investment required. Often savings in one area can be used to fund 

other areas. 

Furthermore, there are a wealth of wellbeing and job satisfaction benefits 

leading to a happier and healthier workforce.

Lack of staff engagement?

Why is your team reluctant to participate? E.g., concerns over extra work, 

disillusion with green initiatives, not sure how they can get involved…

How can you ensure they have the right support, training and capacity?

Ask the staff!
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Resources

SEE Sustainability seesustainability.co.uk 

UKHACC www.ukhealthalliance.org/carbon-literacy-guide

Centre for Sustainable Healthcare 
sustainablehealthcare.org.uk/courses/introduction-sustainable-
healthcare

Green Impact for Health – Toolkit www.greenimpact.org.uk/giforhealth

The Carbon Literacy Project carbonliteracy.com

http://www.ukhealthalliance.org/carbon-literacy-guide/
http://sustainablehealthcare.org.uk/courses/introduction-sustainable-healthcare
http://www.greenimpact.org.uk/giforhealth
https://carbonliteracy.com/
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Disclaimer 

The information in this guide is considered to be true and correct at the date of 
publication.

The information contained in this guide includes information derived from various third 
parties that are neither endorsed nor supported by SEL ICS. SEL ICS takes no 
responsibility for the accuracy, currency, reliability and correctness of any information 
included in the information provided by third parties nor for the accuracy, currency, 
reliability and correctness of links or references to information sources (including 
Internet Sites) outside of the guide.

SEL ICS have no liability (including liability by reason of negligence) to the users for 
any loss, damage, cost or expense incurred or arising by reason of any person using 
or relying on the information and whether caused by reason of any error, negligent 
act, omission or misrepresentation in the Information or otherwise.


